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Something is happening. Yet, 
it is not possible to articulate 
with precision what it is. Schol-
ars in various fields of study—in-
cluding theology—are seeking for 
answers to the meta-questions 
related not only to human exis-
tence, but also to its subsistence 
and ultimate survival. The cur-
rent state of global uncertainty 
has led many to reflect and 
wonder if we are approaching a 
type of apocalyptic end to human 
history, or if we are in a period 
of transition to a new age with 
distinctive characteristics from 
those that have guided the mod-
ern Western world so far.
In spite of the positive benefits 
and developments that emerged 
during the modern period, the 
20th and the first years of the 
21st centuries witnessed sev-
eral events which deeply affected 
Western civilization, and con-
sequently the whole world: the 
devastating consequences of two 
world wars; the clash between 
communistic and capitalistic 
ideals; the genocides perpetuated 
by extremist governments and 
rebels; the increasing inequal-
ity between rich and poor; the 
fear and apprehension caused 
by terrorist attacks; the emer-
gence of natural catastrophes of 
extraordinary proportions; and 
most recently, the fragility of the 
world’s financial system.
Undoubtedly, the Western 
world faces a profound crisis 
since the promises upon which 
modernity was founded (i.e., ob-
jective rationalism, scientific and 
technological objectivism, auton-
omous individualism, optimistic 
progressivism, to name a few) 
began to be challenged as inade-
quate, misleading, and incapable 
of explaining the problems faced 
by contemporary society.
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As a direct result of this new 
reality, during the second half of 
the 20th century the embryonic 
form of a reactionary movement 
against some of the philosophic 
and ideological elements of the 
modern period gradually began 
to be heard. This socio-cultural 
phenomenon has been identified 
as postmodernism. 
In this article I ask two main 
questions: (1) what are some of 
the consequences postmodern-
ism is causing to Christianity in 
general and in South America 
specifically? and (2) what are 
some of the mission actions the 
Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) 
Church is taking in the midst of 
this remarkable socio-cultural 
and religious change that is now 
happening on the South Ameri-
can continent?
The Postmodern Condition
Mission theorist David Bosch 
discusses the postmodern phe-
nomenon in his magnum opus 
Transforming Mission, in a chap-
ter entitled “The Emergence of a 
Postmodern Paradigm” (Bosch 
1991:349-362). In this chapter, 
Bosch describes some of the 
most pressing challenges to the 
Enlightenment-based modern 
worldview that point to the end 
of the modern era. This paradigm 
shift indicates that the transition 
from an industrial to a post-in-
dustrial society, from the modern 
era to a postmodern condition 
(or whatever it may eventually 
become, or be called, a few years 
from now), is inevitable and it is 
taking place around us.
A paradigm shift such as 
this—the decline of modernity 
and the rise of something else 
that so far has been identified 
as postmodernity—is always 
a time of transformation and 
uncertainty. No matter how one 
chooses to explain what is tak-
ing place, Van Gelder asserts, “it 
is becoming increasingly clear 
that the worldview shaped by 
the Enlightenment is changing” 
(1996:114). However, it is impor-
tant to understand that the para-
digm shift from a modern to a 
postmodern era is a process that 
takes time, and the emergence 
of the postmodern condition 
does not mean the annihilation 
of the modern worldview. Bosch 
contends that “new paradigms 
do not establish themselves over-
night. They take decades, some-
times even centuries, to develop 
distinctive contours. The new 
[postmodern] paradigm is there-
fore still emerging and it is, as 
yet, not clear which shape it will 
eventually adopt” (1991:349). 
Insightfully, Ruth Tucker states 
that “modernity is not dead and 
postmodernism has not taken its 
place (Tucker 2002:2). 
The postmodern ethos, nev-
ertheless, points to the fact 
that we can no longer rely on 
any universal, supracultural, 
unchanging truth. In fact, post-
modern scholars affirm there 
are no absolutes, and even if 
they exist, as humans we can-
not fully understand them. 
Although there is a great deal 
of disagreement among schol-
ars on what postmodernism 
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6is, there is agreement that the 
emergence of the postmodern 
outlook indicates the end of a 
single, universal, all-encom-
passing worldview. Therefore, 
the postmodern condition rejects 
any attempts to set a unified 
and “totalizing understanding 
of reality” (Guarino 1996:654). 
Thus, the postmodern mind is 
guided by a relativistic viewpoint 
in which there is no “absolute 
truth” and where every opinion 
on any topic should be accepted 
as equally valid. In other words, 
something that is true to some-
one does not necessarily need to 
be true to someone else. Further-
more, postmoderns argue that 
each circumstance has its own 
peculiarities; therefore, it cannot 
receive a single interpretation. In 
the postmodern condition, hu-
man reason no longer holds all 
the solutions to life’s problems. 
Some aspects of truth lie beyond 
rational understanding and can-
not be completely understood by 
reason. As a result, a profound 
skepticism about the capacity 
of human beings to know any-
thing with certainty has led to 
the acceptance of ways of know-
ing other than human reason. 
These involve elements such as 
instinct, emotion, feeling, and 
intuition (Grenz 1996:7).
Within this new paradigm, 
several new concepts have 
emerged. The philosophical 
foundationalism of the modern 
worldview has been shown to 
be unreliable. The refusal of ab-
solutes has led to a relativistic 
and pluralistic attitude toward 
the universe. All-encompassing 
narratives of human reality have 
been rejected in favor of local 
stories. Temporal and spatial 
distinctions no longer influence 
historical facts. New scientific 
discoveries have provided a new 
view of the universe and its 
complexity. In the context of 
the celebration of human diver-
sity, community has received a 
fresher meaning and new func-
tions (see Gonçalves 2005:79-
134). Consequently, this is an 
era marked by constant and 
sometimes dramatic changes 
in the way people understand 
themselves, society, the world, 
and ultimately, God. 
Postmodernism and 
Christianity
Postmodernism represents 
an enormous challenge to the 
advance of Christianity in the 
Postmoderns argue that each cir-
cumstance has its own peculiarities; 
therefore, it cannot receive a single 
interpretation.
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7world, especially because of its 
incisive presence and expres-
sion through popular culture. 
Reflections from the relativistic 
influence of the postmodern 
condition can be observed ev-
erywhere. It is evident in what 
people contemplate in the arts, 
observe around themselves in 
architecture, read in fiction, 
watch on movies and TV shows, 
hear in music, follow in contem-
porary lifestyles, and experience 
through new approaches to 
religious practices. Within this 
context, the contemporary ur-
ban explosion, which primarily 
emerged within the parameters 
of the modern worldview, has 
increasingly been affected by 
the demands of globalization, 
which, according to Argentinean 
theologian René Padilla, is the 
greatest challenge the Christian 
church faces at the beginning 
of the third millennium (Pa-
dilla 2001:6). These develop-
ments not only pose a serious 
threat but also have profound 
implications for the mission of 
church.
In general terms, various as-
pects of the postmodern thought 
could be analyzed as real threats 
to the Christian faith. However, 
considering the historical de-
velopment of the church, and 
for the sake of this study, two 
of these elements are here pre-
sented as major concerns to the 
advancement of Christianity in 
the Western world: epistemo-
logical relativism and spiritual 
pluralism.
The Death of Truth: 
Epistemological Relativism
In the postmodern outlook 
the very idea of absolute truth 
is no longer accepted and must 
be abandoned, together with the 
modern worldview. Postmodern-
ism rejects the view of a single 
and universal truth with no 
spatial and/or temporary limi-
tations. In other words, truth is 
relative to those who interact 
with it. 
This perspective is endorsed 
by academia, especially in the 
great intellectual centers of 
the world. Allan Bloom notes, 
“There is one thing a professor 
can be absolutely certain of: al-
most every student entering the 
university believes, or says he 
believes, that truth is relative” 
(1987:25). Nowadays, educators 
argue that every time people 
claim to be in possession of 
the truth, particularly religious 
truth, they end up repressing 
those who do not agree. They 
indicate that “it is heresy to 
suggest the superiority of some 
value, fantasy to believe in moral 
argument, slavery to submit 
to a judgment sounder than 
your own” (Monroe 1996:17). 
Furthermore, higher education 
openly promotes cynicism about 
truth and reason, and increas-
ingly regards any claims to a 
universal and absolute truth as 
intolerant and uninformed.
Moreover, the notion of find-
ing objective truth in the midst 
of an information age, according 
to postmoderns, is a “utopian 
illusion” that should be avoided 
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8at all costs (Groothuis 2000:27). 
For the postmodern mind, no 
appeal is made to an external 
“reality” beyond the individual 
and/or culture in order to 
ground a proposition as “true.” 
For postmodern thinkers, who 
now dominate the arts, hu-
manities, and social sciences of 
many universities, everything is 
a social construct—everything 
is relative to the interpretation 
that the individual can offer to 
any given reality (see Lundin 
1993:31-52). Thus, truth is 
ultimately established only on 
individual and/or socio-cultural 
grounds. In the place of objec-
tive truth, local narratives that 
work for a particular com-
munity are accepted as truth. 
Truth is now viewed only as a 
matter of interpretation and not 
as anything real or true. Con-
sequently, ethical values are 
the product of unique cultural 
traditions. This view leads to 
the point in which even moral 
absolutes no longer exist (see 
Finnis 1991:31-83).
In religious terms, truth is 
perceived as only a special kind 
of “truth” and not an “eternal and 
perfect representation of cosmic 
reality” (Anderson 1990:8). It 
becomes particularly complex to 
present a single absolute truth 
to the postmodern mind, since 
truth is defined not by what any 
external authority may advo-
cate, for example the Scriptures, 
but by what one judges to be 
true. Moreover, since truth is 
rooted in the practical matters 
of personal taste, intuition, and 
experience, the tendency is to 
adopt and abandon beliefs ac-
cording to the demands of the 
moment. Thus, for the postmod-
ern mind, a given religious faith 
is “true,” depending on how one 
perceives life and reality (Erick-
son 2002:69).
In this context, Christianity 
is not viewed as an option by a 
growing majority, not because it 
has been contested by scientific 
facts or historical investigation, 
but simply because it claims to 
be universally and objectively 
true. Put simply, the gospel 
message violates postmoderns’ 
carefully cultivated incredulity 
toward any absolute worldview. 
For this reason, the Christian 
church has been accused of 
religious arrogance, basically 
because Christ has claimed he 
is the only Savior and Lord.
Because of incredulity toward 
The Christian church has been ac-
cused of religious arrogance, basically 
because Christ has claimed he is the 
only Savior and Lord.
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reaction to the “dominant ver-
sion” of reality presented by 
the Christian faith, individuals 
guided by postmodern concepts 
argue that every religion and 
belief should be considered as 
equally valid. This is one of the 
main reasons the presentation 
of the gospel message has be-
come obsolete among academic 
circles where postmodern think-
ing was born and has developed 
ever since.
Postmoderns also demon-
strate an orientation toward 
their own individual needs, but 
with a distinct twist from the 
modern concept of individual-
ism. Postmodern individuals, 
according to Pauline Rosenau, 
have a flexible attitude allowing 
their feelings and emotions to 
guide their choices (1992:53-54). 
Their focus is kept on the “now” 
as the most important dimen-
sion of their lives.
Having their concerns fo-
cused on personal satisfac-
tion, however, postmoderns are 
much less concerned with old 
allegiances and modern affilia-
tions such as marriage, family, 
and church. As a direct result of 
this sort of attitude, according 
to Princeton sociologist Robert 
Wuthnow, emerging postmod-
ern generations feel comfortable 
searching for religious meaning 
outside of ecclesiastical activities 
and institutions (1998:2-3). They 
see themselves as spiritual per-
sons, even though many of them 
express aversion to organized 
religion (Boyd 1994:83). Their 
own individual insights and 
views are more important than 
those accepted and supported 
as normative by ecclesiastical 
institutions.
Hence, because of their in-
ner direction, postmoderns do 
not respond to obligations or 
appeals for long-term commit-
ments unless they “feel” those 
associations could satisfy their 
own personal longings or their 
community aspirations. Open-
ness without any restrictions 
and tolerance without any 
moral accountability, therefore, 
are intrinsic elements of the 
postmodern mind. As a result of 
its rejection of absolute truths 
the postmodern condition not 
only endorses but also promotes 
religious pluralism.
The Spiritual Supermarket:
Religious Pluralism
In the mid-sixties, Harvey 
Cox predicted in The Secular 
City that the increasing effects 
of urbanization and globaliza-
tion would make the world look 
“less and less to religious rules 
and rituals for its morality or 
its meaning” (Cox 1966:3). 
Three decades later, in Fire from 
Heaven, Cox explicitly declares 
that his predictions regarding 
the future of religion had been 
erroneous. “Today,” he admits, 
“it is secularity, not spirituality, 
that may be headed for extinc-
tion” (1995:xv). This fact comes 
not from peoples’ intentional 
decision to seek direction in 
traditional religions, but be-
cause they are looking for the 
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development of their spirituality 
in many alternative ways. Since 
most of the religious devotion 
is more cultural than conven-
tional, many people have sought 
spiritual meaning in multiple 
religious experiences (Poelzt 
2003:66). At the beginning of 
the 21st century, Padilla de-
clared, “The order of the day is 
not irreligiousness but religious 
pluralism” (2001:8). Religious 
pluralism, therefore, has gradu-
ally becoming a major challenge 
posed by the postmodern condi-
tion to Christianity.
Postmoderns see themselves 
as “possessors of beliefs, rath-
er than believers” (Anderson 
1990:9) in any exterior author-
ity. Thus, they try to fulfill their 
spiritual needs through various 
kinds of religion. For example, 
Robert Bellah and his part-
ners describe a young woman 
named Sheila, who describes 
her religion as Sheilaism. She 
contends: “I believe in God. 
I’m not a religious fanatic. . . . 
My faith has carried me a long 
way. It’s Sheilaism. Just my 
own little voice” (Bellah & Oth-
ers 1985:221). This personal 
and individualistic approach to 
religion has solidified religious 
pluralism in Western societies. 
This attitude may ultimately lead 
to what Conrad Ostwalt labels 
as the “postmodern seculariza-
tion of religion” (2003:203). In 
the modern era, the greatest 
religious question was: “Is there 
a God?” Yet, in the postmodern 
condition the question of the 
moment is: “Which God?”
The postmodern demand to 
uncritically accept all religious 
beliefs as true, at least for the 
person who believes them, is 
deeply problematic and poses a 
serious threat to the Christian 
faith. Such beliefs, formed in the 
postmodern climate of openness 
and tolerance, create an obstacle 
for genuine and substantive 
dialogue about spiritual and 
moral truth. A further common 
difficulty comes from “the in-
ability of Christians to engage 
in effective mission and wit-
ness” (Haney1994:58) within the 
context of a religious pluralistic 
society.
The contemporary search 
for spiritual and transcendent 
issues is a trend all over the 
Western world. This quest for 
spirituality in many ways is 
a reaction against Christian-
ity and the modern forms of 
In the modern era, the greatest reli-
gious question was: “Is there a God?” Yet, 
in the postmodern condition the ques-
tion of the moment is: “Which God?”
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religion. Leffel and McCallum 
affirm that “postmodern open-
ness to spirituality may seem 
like a positive step away from 
modernist naturalism, but this 
kind of spirituality is inherently 
anti-Christian because it con-
siders the Christian message, 
like all worldviews, true only 
for those who accept it as such” 
(1996:37).
In addition, any claim that 
one particular group has an 
exclusive understanding of “the 
truth” is viewed as an attitude 
of arrogance and superiority 
toward others. The emergent 
postmodern condition, therefore, 
has a great appeal to popular 
culture, and pluralism is one of 
its essential ingredients. This 
reality is undeniably found in 
the history of Christianity in 
South America during the past 
few decades, for this region of the 
world has become fertile soil for 
the development of the seeds of 
the postmodern condition.
Christianity in South 
America and the 
Postmodern Condition
Postmodernism, in spite of its 
Anglo-American roots, is not a 
phenomenon that only reaches 
Australia, Europe, and North 
America. The same characteris-
tics of the postmodern condition 
that deeply affect those regions 
can be found in individuals and 
societies throughout the globe, 
including South America.
The predictions that scien-
tific and technological progress 
would make religion irrelevant 
in South America have been 
demonstrated to be false. In 
general terms, South Americans 
consider themselves to be very 
spiritual, and to a great extent 
they are faithful followers of 
some kind of religion or sect. 
However, a careful analysis of 
the actual religious situation 
in the area points out the fact 
that the changes in the reli-
gious climate of the continent 
have been greatly impacted 
by scientific and technologi-
cal developments during the 
last century or so, especially 
because of the extraordinary 
influence of globalization and 
mass media. Citing the thesis 
proposed by Dutch theologian 
Van Leeuwen (1964) that the 
technological revolution would 
unify the world—something 
that Christian mission was in-
capable of doing so far—René 
Padilla asserts that it is evident 
that we live in a time in history 
dominated by technocracy and 
the dominance of mass media 
which keeps expanding the 
postmodern mentality through-
out the world (1999:105).
However, it should not sur-
prise us that a society based 
on scientific and technological 
developments would bring seri-
ous consequences to religious 
life and experience. In the past, 
one of the main results of the 
industrial revolution in the 
wealthiest countries of the West-
ern world was the destitution of 
Christianity and its dominant 
social position as science and 
technology gradually took its 
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place. This fact is known as the 
process of secularization (Bruce 
2002:2). The same phenomenon 
is gradually happening in South 
America, but with different 
contours: the South-American 
secularism, at first glance, does 
not lead to atheism but to a 
gradual departure of believers 
from the faith and practice of the 
Roman Catholic Church (RCC), 
which has often been identified 
with the oppressive, imperialist 
culture from the past (Padilla 
1999:106). Thus, believers in 
the RCC feel free to seek differ-
ent religious alternatives which 
can fulfill their felt needs as 
“spiritual consumers.”
Religious Pluralism in 
South America
In this context, the equivalent 
to the Enlightenment’s motto 
Cogito, ergo sum could well be 
expressed as, Tesco, ergo sum (I 
shop, therefore I am), in which 
“the consumer reigns supreme, 
and products must be shaped 
to suit his wishes” (Dowsett 
2000:459). This fact is gradu-
ally being seen within the reli-
gious milieu in South America 
where, to a great majority, the 
search for personal satisfaction 
and pleasure has been greater 
than the conviction to follow 
the religion inherited from their 
ancestors. Thus, the search for 
religious alternatives that will 
better fulfill their felt needs is 
transforming South America 
into a large shopping mall of 
many religious options.
Take, for instance, the re-
ligious context in Brazil. Its 
inhabitants are deeply spiri-
tual (95% of Brazilians believe 
in God); however, they have a 
tendency toward the mystical 
and supernatural. This religious 
attitude permeates every social 
category and goes beyond orga-
nized and traditional religions 
(Cunningham 2002:85). Among 
some of the religious practices in 
Brazil are Afro and Indian cults, 
folk religion, and local supersti-
tions which have consequently 
led to a growing religions syn-
cretism. A clear example of this 
reality is found in Candomblé 
and its practices. 
Throughout the past few 
centuries, Candomblé has in-
creasingly included numerous 
elements from Christianity 
in general, and from the RCC 
specifically. Crucifixes, for ex-
ample, are at times displayed 
The equivalent to the Enlighten-
ment’s motto Cogito, ergo sum could 
well be expressed as, Tesco, ergo sum 
(I shop, therefore I am).
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in Candomblé temples, called 
terreiros (yards), where African 
deities are often identified with 
specific Catholic saints, and 
vice-versa. Candomblé follow-
ers also participate in Catholic 
festivities for the particular 
saint that corresponds to their 
deity. This syncretism was in 
part a direct reaction to Church-
led persecution by slave own-
ers and local authorities who 
viewed Candomblé as having a 
close relation with witchcraft 
and/or pagan practices. In fact, 
there are reports of RCC altars 
being used in early slave houses 
to hide African religious icons 
and ritual objects. Even after 
the end of slavery in Brazil, the 
claim that ceremonial dances 
of Candomblé were in honor 
of Catholic saints was often 
used as a justification to avoid 
disagreement and consequent 
conflicts (see Johnson 2002:35-
57). In fact, African deities in 
Candomblé are connected with 
Catholic saints in a way that 
they are now seen as a single, 
unique spiritualistic identity 
(Sellers 1004:396).
Within this syncretistic, re-
ligious pluralism, a new con-
text of religious attraction has 
gradually been created in South 
America. Christianity is no lon-
ger dominant nor can it oper-
ate from an authoritarian and 
normative position. Christianity 
must now draw new adherents 
with “new and fresh” alterna-
tives. As a result, the more tradi-
tional churches have faced seri-
ous difficulties to communicate 
their beliefs to postmoderns, 
in spite of their inclination and 
openness for spiritual experi-
ences (Gonçalves 2006:48-50). 
This context has also seen the 
emergence of Neo-Pentecostal 
and charismatic movements.
The Neo-Pentecostal and 
Charismatic Growth in 
South America
The expansion of the Chris-
tian faith in South America in 
the past 30 years for the most 
part comes from the emergence 
and development of evangeli-
cal churches, especially the 
Neo-Pentecostals. The most 
prominent ones in Brazil based 
on their growth and listed by 
chronological order of their 
emergence are: Igreja Univer-
sal do Reino de Deus (Univer-
sal Church of the Kingdom of 
God—1977); Igreja Internacional 
da Graça de Deus (International 
Church of God’s Grace—1980); 
Igreja Apostólica Renascer em 
Cristo (Reborn in Christ Ap-
ostolic Church—1986); and 
Comunidade Evangélica Sara 
Nossa Terra (Heal Our Land 
Evangelical Community—1992). 
Anthropologist David Stoll sug-
gests that if the actual growth 
rate of these Neo-Pentecostal 
movements continues as it has 
in the last few decades, South 
Americans who call themselves 
evangelicals could be the major-
ity of practicing Christians on 
the continent by the first de-
cades of the 21st century (Stoll 
1990:5-7).
This is not the place to ex-
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plain in detail the exceptional 
growth of these churches. Two 
reasons, however, are suggest-
ed. The first one is found in the 
conversion of people from lower 
social classes who now live in 
the surrounding areas of the 
great urban centers of South 
America. The majority of these 
individuals are rural migrants 
who are seeking for a new sense 
of identity that was lost when 
they left their rural homes to 
find new opportunities for their 
lives and families in the city. As 
a result, many of them join Neo-
Pentecostal churches in their 
search for meaning. Historian 
Enrique Dussel, more than a 
decade ago, asserted that in the 
beginning of the 21st century 
many of these individuals would 
be active participants of popular 
Christian religions adminis-
trated and led by themselves 
(1995:65).
A second element that has 
been fundamental for this un-
precedented growth is the adop-
tion of the culture of mass com-
munications by these neocharis-
matic movements. In reality, the 
use of mass media, especially 
the use of television, by neo-
Pentecostal churches is one of 
the elements that reflect the 
postmodern ethos at the begin-
ning of the 21st century. 
Television is arguably the 
postmodern medium par excel-
lence, especially because of its 
efficiency in disseminating the 
postmodern outlook through-
out society. “The rapid evolu-
tion of television into a diverse, 
multicultural, and pluralistic 
industry epitomizes the socio-
economic processes of postmod-
ernization, while the fractured, 
conflicting ideologies of pro-
grams on burgeoning number 
of TV channels fluidly incarnate 
the experience of postmoder-
nity” (O’Day 1998:112).
In the postmodern condi-
tion, it has become increasingly 
difficult to make a distinction 
between the sense of reality 
produced by mass media—
particularly television—and the 
reality which exists outside the 
media culture. The implication 
of this is that television has 
become the “real world” of post-
modern culture. Additionally, 
Grenz points out, “television has 
the ability to juxtapose ‘truth’ 
(what the public perceives as 
actual event) with ‘fiction’ (what 
the public perceives as never 
having actually happened in 
the ‘real’ world). . . . And, in-
deed, contemporary television 
performs this feat incessantly” 
(1996:34). In this context, the 
business approach that uses 
marketing techniques to attract 
new believers seeking material 
prosperity and that makes them 
“feel good,” when combined with 
an emphasis on spiritual enter-
tainment, is clearly seen in what 
Neo-Pentecostal owned channels 
are systematically broadcasting 
in their programming in South 
America (Graham 2004:183-
184). This is the “evangelical 
popular religiosity” (Padilla 
1999:106). At this point, the un-
avoidable conclusion seems to 
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This type of Christianity [evangeli-
cal popular] is closely related with rela-
tivism . . . and religious pluralism.
be that the extension of this type 
of Christianity is closely related 
with the relativism (do whatever 
makes you feel good) and reli-
gious pluralism (do whatever 
feels good spiritually anywhere, 
anytime, with anyone) which 
are constantly offered by the 
postmodern condition.
The Catholic Erosion in 
South America
Between 1930 and 1985 the 
RCC in South America began 
to suffer the consequences of 
the first seeds of secular liber-
alism caused by the incipient 
forms of postmodernism, which 
gradually spread throughout 
the region (Dussel 1989:98-
99). However, only with the ap-
proach of the new millennium 
did this influence became even 
more evident.
Even though half of the Cath-
olics in the world live in Latin 
America, with most of them in 
South America, several studies 
point out the fact that the num-
ber of faithful members in this 
region is in decline. During the 
last decade approximately 40 
million Catholics left the RCC in 
Latin America. In Brazil alone, 
where the largest Catholic con-
centration in the world is found 
(around 136 million Catholics in 
a population of approximately 
188 million) estimates show that 
close to half a million leave the 
church each year. A similar situ-
ation is seen in Mexico where 
88 percent of the country’s 142 
million inhabitants identify 
themselves as Catholics, down 
from 98 percent fifty years ago. 
In Colombia only two out of 
every three people profess to be 
Catholic today, whereas in the 
1950s almost the entire popula-
tion were followers of the RCC 
faith (Cevallos 2004).
According to anthropologist 
Elio Masferrer, this decline 
comes not only because of a 
faith crisis among Catholic 
believers, but also because the 
RCC has lost its traditional 
influence in what he calls the 
“religious market” (Cevallos 
2004). The erosion of believers 
from the RCC, which is a preoc-
cupation of the Vatican leaders, 
is coupled with the rupture of 
the authoritarian and central-
ized power of the church in 
South America that has been its 
trademark for centuries (Stoll 
1990:xvii). During the colonial 
period when the presence and 
power of the RCC was forced 
on South America through the 
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close relationship between the 
ecclesiastical powers and the 
civil society (Richard 1987:1), 
the Catholic religion was mono-
lithic and was almost the only 
voice in the area of religion (Bas-
tian 1997:95). This is not true 
today because of the pervading 
effects of postmodern ideas 
such as epistemological relativ-
ism and religious pluralism. In 
May 2007, during his last visit 
to Brazil, Pope Benedict XVI 
made clear his intentions to 
reassert Catholic domination in 
South America.
The Seventh-day Adventist
Mission to Postmoderns 
in South America 
In the light of the foregoing 
discussion, the increasing ef-
fects of epistemological relativ-
ism and religious pluralism 
in South America—two of the 
most pervading postmodern 
concepts—have created seri-
ous challenges in the religious 
climate in the region: (1) wide-
spread and open confrontation 
between Neo-Pentecostals and 
Catholics in their fight to gain 
new adherents, and (2) growing 
numbers of syncretistic, mysti-
cal, and supernatural cults, 
which create in South America 
one of the greatest shopping 
malls of religious alternatives 
in the world. Consequently, tra-
ditional Christian approaches 
have faced serious barriers to 
communicate their beliefs to the 
secular/postmodern mind on 
the South American continent.
Historically, the SDA Church 
has produced very little in terms 
of methodology or materials to 
reach postmoderns in the South 
America Division (SAD) territory. 
Postmoderns are people who 
are at the margin of the church; 
people who may even be in the 
church but have serious ques-
tions about spirituality which 
need to be answered. Strategy 
and methods which have been 
effective in reaching individuals 
under the modern worldview 
are not as effective in reaching 
communities oriented by the 
postmodern perspective. 
In a recent interview in the 
Adventist Review in Portuguese, 
Ranieri Sales, SAD Ministerial 
Association Associate Secretary, 
affirmed, “We recognize that 
in Brazil we have experienced 
great results with the [SDA] 
Church, however, we notice that 
postmoderns are resistant to 
Historically, the SDA Church has pro-
duced very little in terms of methodolo-
gy or materials to reach postmoderns in 
the South America Division territory.
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its traditional approaches. We 
need to reach out to this group” 
(Ramos & Borges 2008:22). In 
this context, and to fulfill God’s 
mission to proclaim the everlast-
ing gospel “to every nation, tribe, 
language and people” (Rev 14:6) 
the Projeto Nova Semente (New 
Seed Project) was prayerfully 
planned. The project was pre-
sented to São Paulo Conference 
President, Sidionil Biazzi, in 
2003, who boldly accepted this 
evangelistic endeavor.
New Seed Project: 
First Steps
Everything started on May 4, 
2005, the day my family and I 
returned to Brazil after almost 
nine years at Andrews Univer-
sity where we went through our 
academic training at the gradu-
ate level. My call and mission 
was to start a new church plant 
in São Paulo, one of the larg-
est urban centers in the world, 
with a population of around 19 
million people. New Seed was 
to be the very first SDA church 
in South America intention-
ally designed and structured to 
target the secular/postmodern 
mind in one of the most resis-
tant areas of São Paulo called 
Jardins (Gardens), nearby the 
city’s financial center. The 
people in this sector of the city 
were predominantly people of a 
higher social, educational, and 
cultural class.
Right after our arrival, I 
began to recruit people from 
established SDA churches in 
order to start New Seed’s core 
group. The essential prerequi-
site for those who wanted to join 
our church plant was passion 
for God, passion for his church, 
and passion for lost souls. A 
month later we had our first 
core group meeting at the São 
Paulo Conference’s facilities. 
Sixteen people including my 
wife and I met for a prayer and 
vision casting meeting. In the 
next 6 months we met regularly 
to pray, dream, plan, and estab-
lish the strategy for our church. 
During these months our core 
group grew to about 45 people 
and we decided to launch the 
New Seed SDA Church on No-
vember 27, 2005.
Since our first public wor-
ship service the work has been 
intense and highly rewarding. 
In the first couple of months 
we had an average of 180-200 
people every weekend, of whom 
around 45-60 were secular/
postmodern people. This num-
ber has systematically grown es-
pecially because visitors began 
to bring their friends and rela-
tives to our evangelistic services. 
In April 2006, because of our 
growth, we had to change facili-
ties for the first time. We moved 
to a nearby convention center 
where we remained until the end 
of 2008. During this period we 
grew in attendance to around 
750-900 in our three services 
every Sabbath (one at 10 in the 
morning for our members, and 
two outreach services at 5 and 
6:45 in the afternoon for secu-
lar/postmodern people, with 
an average of around 130-150 
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secular/postmodern people at-
tending every weekend. In 2007, 
with the arrival of Edson Nunes 
Jr., New Seed’s associate pastor, 
we also began a fourth service 
at 3:30 Sabbath afternoon spe-
cifically focused on individuals 
from 18 to 30 years of age.
During these past few years 
many people have been touched 
by the Holy Spirit through the 
New Seed SDA Church and its 
ministries. Nevertheless, great 
challenges are still ahead of us.
Ongoing and Future 
Challenges
In September 2008, Dr. Miro-
slav Pujic, director of the Cen-
ter for Secular & Postmodern 
Studies (CSPS), in a brief but 
significant visit came to the 
SAD territory to present the 
LIFEdevelopment program to 
the Division’s leadership, in-
cluding local pastors and lay 
leaders in three important lo-
cations in Brazil: Brasília, São 
Paulo, and Curitiba. LIFEdevel-
opment is the result of a series 
of studies about the impact of 
postmodernism on society and 
its effects on the evangelistic 
efforts of the SDA Church. The 
approach presents a distinctive 
methodology on how to con-
nect the gospel message in a 
contemporary, renovated, and 
relevant way with the secular/
postmodern mind.
Miroslav Pujic in his introduc-
tory remarks to 110 church lead-
ers in São Paulo said that around 
36 percent of the population in 
South America is comprised of 
secular/postmodern people. In 
Brazil alone, 120 million people 
who live in urban centers are 
deeply influenced, directly or in-
directly, by postmodern concepts 
(Ramos & Borges 2008:22).
The main purpose of Pujic’s 
visit to South America was to 
create an awareness that the 
SDA Church needs to prepare 
itself to reach individuals in the 
postmodern context. He also 
wanted to motivate leaders with-
in the SAD territory to effectively 
implement specific outreach 
programs to reach postmoderns 
in different urban centers. The 
New Seed SDA Church was pre-
sented as a participant in the 
network of SDA churches which 
specifically focus on secular and 
postmodern people around the 
world. New Seed is using the 
LifeDevelopment approach that 
allows the division and unions 
During these past few years many 
people have been touched by the Holy 
Spirit through the New Seed SDA Church 
and its ministries.
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to study this approach to post-
modern people. 
Meanwhile, New Seed SDA 
Church continues its mission 
and ministry. At the beginning of 
2009 it moved to a third location 
while waiting for the renovation 
of a bigger facility that had been 
used as a casino close to Pau-
lista Avenue in the heart of the 
financial district in São Paulo. In 
the new facility, which we rented 
on a 5 (plus 5) year contract, we 
will be able to seat around 650 
people in the main auditorium. 
We hope to move (once again!) 
to these new quarters by Oc-
tober 2009. We rest assured 
the Lord has a purpose for our 
community in reaching secular 
and postmodern people for his 
Kingdom in our city.
Conclusion
Two of the most pressing 
challenges the postmodern 
condition poses for Christianity 
in the Western world are epis-
temological relativism and reli-
gious pluralism as expressed in 
popular culture. South America 
has become fertile soil for the 
development of the seeds of the 
postmodern condition. 
South American secularism, 
however, does not necessarily 
lead to atheism but to a gradual 
departure from the faith and 
practice of the Roman Catholic 
Church, which only increases 
the number of spiritual con-
sumers in their search for new 
religious alternatives such as 
Neo-Pentecostalism, charismatic 
movements, and the mystical, 
syncretistic, and supernatural 
cults. As a result, traditional 
Christian approaches have had 
serious difficulties in communi-
cating Christian beliefs to post-
moderns in spite of their open-
ness to spiritual experience.
Within this context, the SDA 
Church has had few positive 
results in trying to reach secu-
lar/postmodern people in South 
America. However, through the 
establishment of postmodern-
sensitive communities such as 
the New Seed SDA Church and 
other actions taken by the Ad-
ventist leadership, the Church is 
becoming aware of the immense 
challenges, but also the great 
opportunities that exist in South 
America. Only time will tell how 
important the influence of the 
LIFEdevelopment program will 
be in the establishment of min-
istries for secular/postmodern 
people in South America. 
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